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Swapping Misery for Madness 
by Lost_in_thoughts 


Summary 


Aiden's life in an orphanage is full of pain and misery. One night, he meets a stranger who 
offers him the chance to start a new life. How will he choose? 


Notes 


Hey! 


I thought about how Aiden came to Dyn Marv and slowly, this little one-shot evolved into a 
four-chapter fic. I hope you enjoy it. A big shoutout to @akhuna, who beta-read it, and came 
up with really good ideas and tips on how to make the story more coherent. Thank you <3 


Chapter 1 


Three days after his sixth birthday, Aiden had to scrub every floor in the orphanage. It was 
boring and hard work, like every chore the children were given. Still, spending several hours 
on his knees trying to clean the floors with ice-cold water and an old, stone-hard brush was a 
special kind of torture: His hands were hurting and already blistering. When he finally 
reached the second floor, he took a moment to breathe and stretch his hurting back. His gaze 
fell onto the principal’s room and he frowned. It was unlocked. He knew that he should 
ignore it. He should scrub the floor, then go downstairs to pour the dirty water away and hope 
that there would be some dinner for him. 


The punishments for breaking one of the many rules in the orphanage were cruel. Going into 
the principal’s room probably broke twenty rules at once. Then again, he could only be 
punished if somebody caught him and he had snuck out of the dormitory at night to explore 
the orphanage several times already, and nobody had noticed anything. Today, the principal 
had gone to the market and the other staff and children were busy in the kitchen, the garden 
and the wash house. It wouldn’t get any safer than that. 


Taking a look around, he pondered if he should risk it. He would just take a little look into the 
principal’s room, then come back and continue his work. He would close the door behind 
him, so nobody would suspect anything. At least if it wasn’t a trap the principal had prepared. 


Aiden snorted. The principal was strict and cruel, but she wasn’t clever. And he was six years 
old and loved adventures. With a smirk on his face, he put the brush on the floor and tiptoed 
to the principal’s room. After another look around the hallway, he went into the room and 
closed the door, anxious not to make a sound. 


It smelled stale in there, like dust and old lavender. He had to put a finger under his nose not 
to sneeze. There was a narrow bed, a wooden chest in front of it, a hearth with a bowl of 
water on its sill, a desk, a chair and an armchair. All in all, it was pretty disappointing. As the 
urge to sneeze was gone, he went to the desk, flipped through a few books and eyed some 
brittle scrolls. They didn’t have any pictures, only runes, so he sighed and continued his 
expedition. 


Over the chair hung a simple grey dress, but he found no money in its pockets. The principal 
probably carried it with her wherever she went. He wouldn’t have any use for it anyway. The 
children weren’t allowed to go to the city without an adult, and among each other, they only 
traded goods. 


He sighed. Hopefully, his next expedition would be more exciting. He turned to the door — 
and then suddenly spotted two smoked sausages hanging from a hook behind it. Without 
thinking, he made a little jump and took them. Living in an orphanage meant constant hunger. 
Also, he had never gotten anything from the staff except for chores, rants and beatings. And it 
had just been his birthday, and he deserved a present. Most of all, it hadn’t been his fault the 
principal hadn’t locked her room. If she valued her belongings, she should take better care of 
them. That was what she always told the children. 


The sausages smelled so tasty they made his mouth water. Cautiously, he put them into the 
hem of his trousers and tried to hide them with his shirt. He looked silly, but he didn’t plan on 
letting anybody see him in the next few minutes, so it didn’t matter. He closed the door to the 
principal’s room, tiptoed through the hallway and then downstairs to the dormitory, checking 
every corner for adults beforehand. Reaching his bed, a wave of pride rushed through his 
chest. He had made it without getting caught. He pulled the sausages out of his clothes — they 
smelled so gut! He couldn’t resist. He ripped the first one in half and pushed the rest of his 
treasure into the straw stuffing of his mattress. 


After turning around and making sure nobody was standing at the door, he inhaled the smell 
of the sausage in his hand. When he took the first bite, the smile on his face grew so big it 
almost reached his ears. He didn’t remember having ever eaten something so tasty. 
Unfortunately, the sausage was gone way too soon, but tonight, right after just another 
disappointing dinner, there would be more. 


Still smiling, he made his way back up to finish his chore. Suddenly, scrubbing the floor 
didn’t seem to be so horrible anymore. 


“Ts anybody still hungry?” Aiden asked as he closed the dormitory’s door behind him. 


Luca, a boy who was several years older than him, rolled his eyes. “Are you stupid? We’re 
always hungry!” 


“The soup tonight was barely more than water. And I’m so sick of having to scrape off the 
mould of our bread before we can eat it. Hope it gets better when I move to the brothel this 
summer.” Griselda, the oldest girl in their dormitory dropped on her bed, making the frame 
squeak. 


“Won’t have to work that hard anymore,” Luca laughed. “Spreading your legs is way easier 
than struggling with the washboard all day.” 


“Or having to peel potatoes,” Claire, the youngest in their dormitory, who sat down on the 
floor and tried to brush her dark hair from her eyes, added. 


“Good thing I managed to grab something to eat, then.” Aiden looked at his roommates, his 
eyes big with expectation. 


Griselda sat up on her elbows. “Like what?” 
“Like how?” Luca demanded to know. 


Shaking his head, Aiden went to his bed, pulled the sausages out of his mattress and broke 
them into ten pieces. “Enjoy it!” 


Claire turned her piece in her hands and sniffed it. “Is it poisoned?” 


“Of course not!” Aiden sat down next to her, smiled and put the piece he had spared for 
himself into his mouth. “See? It’s great!” 


“Where did you get it?” Luca asked. 


Griselda rolled her eyes, already chewing on her piece of sausage. “Doesn’t matter, idiot. 
Don’t you know you don’t look a gift horse in the mouth?” 


While Luca grumbled something and showed Griselda his middle finger, the other children 
ate their share. The mood in the room instantly got better and Aiden, balancing Claire on his 
lap, was happy. 


When it was getting dark, long after the taste of sausage had left his tongue, he heard the 
principal coming down the hallway. Usually, she walked steadily and determined. Now, she 
was almost running. Taking a deep breath, Aiden sat up on his bed and smiled at the others, 
vowing to himself that he wouldn’t let the principal hurt any of them. 


Throwing open the door, she loomed in the doorway like a demon, her eyes narrowed and her 
cheeks flushed. The scariest thing was the belt she had curled around her hand. 


“Which one of you brats did this?” 

Nobody said anything, but Aiden felt everybody was looking at him. 
“Who dared to steal my sausages?” 

Aiden took a deep breath. “We were hungry.” 


“You! Of course! I should have known. That’s all scum like you can do! Stealing and 
destroying!” 


With every yelled word, she came closer, until she stood in front of Aiden’s bed. 


Before he could say anything, she uncurled the belt and lashed him across the face. Although 
he had known that would happen, the pain brought tears to his eyes. His cheek burned and as 
he licked his lip, he tasted blood. 


Some of the girls gasped and Claire started to cry. 
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“You have said enough, you thief!” She bent over and pulled him up by his ear. 

He bit his lip to keep himself from screaming out loud as she dragged him across the room. 
He should be scared, but instead, he felt hot anger rising in his belly. Lifting his chin, he 
looked directly into her eyes. 

“If you wouldn’t let us starve, we wouldn’t have to steal.” 


“You still dare to talk to me, you vermin?” 


“Your door stood open!” 


He couldn’t say how many blows she gave him. The moment she pulled down his pants — 
because the belt hurt even more on naked skin — he put his hand around the little pouch 
around his neck and focused on the glass marble within. His father had given it to him once. 
Apart from the few fading memories the marble was the only thing he still had of him. 


When the principal was finally done with him, the room was strangely silent, apart from 
Claire’s quiet sobbing. The other children avoided looking at Aiden. He could understand 
them. Slowly, he pulled up his pants, now no longer able to ignore the burning pain along his 
butt and his thighs. Wiping tears from his cheeks, he wondered why the principal was still 
standing next to him. This was a bad sign, it had to be. He didn’t dare to ask her. The pain 
had taken away all his anger and with it, his courage. 


His heart started beating faster and he tried hard to think of his father again, so he wouldn’t 
feel the pain and the fear that increased the longer the principal did nothing but stand there. 


Finally, she cleared her throat. “You will come with me now.” 


“Where?” His voice sounded raspy and little, no stronger than Claire’s when she was afraid. 
It was embarrassing. He wanted to be strong for the other children. Instead, he behaved like a 
baby. 


“Outside. If you like to cross thresholds so much, you will go to the yard and spend the night 
outside.” 


Claire’s sobbing got louder; the principal darted her a strict glance. “If I hear just one word 
from any of you, you will accompany him.” 


The threat worked. From the corner of his eye, Aiden saw Claire stuffing her fists into her 
mouth and the other children looking at the floor. Even Eldar, the oldest and most cheeky of 
the boys, didn’t look up. 


It was better this way. None of them could help him now. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good 
idea to steal the sausages. He hoped the others wouldn’t also be punished. With the 
principal’s mood swings you never knew. 


He followed her without a word, trying to ignore the pain that seemed to increase with every 
step. When that failed, he tried to breathe it away. That didn’t make a difference, either. Once 
they reached the hall that led to the backyard, the principal ordered him to wait and went 
away. 


As she came back, she brought a pair of handcuffs attached to a long metal chain. He got 
goosebumps just by looking at it. That thing belonged to a torture chamber or a jail, but 
definitely not in a place where children lived. 


“Put out your hands,” the principal ordered. 


By now, he was too afraid not to obey. 


“Unfortunately, you need this chain to remember that you are not allowed to run away," she 
said as she closed the handcuffs on Aiden's wrist. "Strays like you cannot help their nature 
and I will not risk my reputation because a little thief like you may walk up to the next 
guardsman and tell lies about me or the orphanage. If you have to relieve yourself, do not use 
the vegetable patches. I will let you back in after breakfast. You do not need something to eat 
after the treat you have indulged in.” 


With a look as if she wanted to spit at his face, she opened the door and pushed him into the 
backyard. He had always wondered what the little thing in the wall next to the door was for. 
As she attached the chain to it and went inside, he wished he hadn’t found out. 


He was so desperate he wanted to scream, but that would only make the principal come back. 
And then, everything would only get so much worse. He could faint and wait for the night to 
be over, but this would be nothing but embarrassing. He took a few deep breaths and tried to 
think clearly. That wasn’t easy, because the pain in his backside and his face got worse and 
his feet were already cold. The principal hadn’t allowed him to put on his shoes. 


That meant he would probably get a cold, but it wouldn’t be the first time and so far, he had 
survived every illness. He should be glad she had taken him to the backyard and not tied him 
to the front door. Here, he couldn’t be attacked by drunken bandits or soldiers. And the many 
rats usually spent the nights in the basement. If they should decide to attack him, he would 
have to crush them with the chain. 


The biggest problem was that the night would get awfully long. He couldn’t even sit down 
because the pain in his butt would drive him mad. Walking hurt, too, but it helped against the 
cold. So, he went through the backyard to the wall bordering the orphanage and back again. 
But after going to and fro seven times, he still didn’t feel any warmer. Suddenly, he heard the 
sound of hoofbeats in the distance. They abruptly stopped as somebody gave a sharp whistle. 


The wall was solid, but luckily for Aiden, it was so old the weather (and maybe some 
orphans) had attacked it so much there were several cracks and even some holes. One of the 
bigger ones was just to his right and as usual, his curiosity got the better of him. 


His mother had told him more than once that one day, this would be his undoing. But the 
night could hardly become any worse and his mother wasn’t here. Careful not to make a 
sound, he went to the hole and looked through it. 


The whistler turned out to be a man in blue armour who wore his hair in a messy ponytail. On 
his back, he wore two swords and a crossbow. He stood bent over a dun-coloured horse and 
adjusted the saddle bag. 


A sharp pain shot through Aiden’s thigh, so he shifted his weight. The man turned his head 
and looked directly at him. This shouldn’t be possible. No one could have such good eyes. 
Frightened, he took a step backwards and nearly fell over the chain that gave a loud rattle. 


It still wasn’t as loud as Aiden’s heartbeat in his chest. Trying to calm himself, he took a deep 
breath and held it. He had hoped the stranger would have lost interest in the wall by now. But 
as he took another look through the hole, the stranger squatted in front of it, directly looking 
at him. 


“And who are you?” The man asked. 


“Could ask you the same,” Aiden answered with more courage than he actually felt, his heart 
still beating way too fast. 


He thought the man would get angry. Most adults did when children didn’t obey instantly. 
Instead, he laughed, hoarsely, but not unfriendly. 


“‘Name’s Guxart.” 


Aiden cocked his head. He should be careful. Usually, other people weren’t simply nice. And 
surely, an armed man travelling by night wasn’t safe to be around. Then again, his mother 
had told him that prejudices weren’t good. That they were the reason for wars and other bad 
things happening in the world. 


“I’m Aiden,” he finally said. 
“Nice to meet you, Aiden. Why are you spending the night outside?” 


He shook his head. He wouldn’t tell a total stranger what had happened tonight, not even if 
that stranger had told him his name. 


“What’s with the rattling? It sounds like a metal chain. Is this the local jail?” 
“The orphanage.” 


The stranger snorted. It didn’t sound amused, it sounded angry. Aiden took a step backwards. 
It was time to go. 


“Shouldn’t they take care of you?” 
He bit his lower lip. “Why do you care?” 


The stranger shrugged. “Because I don’t think that boys should spend the night outside. Or 
have such nasty bruises on their faces.” He gave Aiden a friendly smile. “You’re up for 
adoption, then?” 


This was a trick. Aiden took another step backwards. Nobody would adopt him. He was a 
red-haired half-elf who talked too much. If he stood here any longer, the man probably would 
take his crossbow and shoot him. Or he would wake up the principal, and whatever she had 
in store for him would be ten times worse than getting shot. So he simply shook his head. 


“T shouldn’t be talking to you.” Then, he turned around and went away from the hole. 


“T respect that,” the stranger said in an unimpressed voice, as if talking to a wall was a normal 
thing to do. “Can you please tell me if there’s a good inn anywhere in town?” 


“1 don’t know any.” 


“Thank you anyway, Aiden. Maybe we will meet again.” 


The next thing he heard was the sound of the stranger’s horse riding into town. As Aiden’s 
heartbeat had calmed enough, he tried to think through what had happened. The stranger had 
been a really weird man. With weird eyes. And when he had said he respected Aiden it had 
been a lie. Adults often lied to get what they want. 


He just hoped he hadn’t told the stranger too much. What if he was a demon or a vampire or 
anything? A normal man surely hadn’t such strange eyes. Or such a good hearing. But if he 
was a monster of some kind, Aiden was doomed because he had told him his name. He 
couldn’t help the tears welling up in his eyes. Suddenly, he felt very small, very stupid and 
very very alone. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


Hey! 


Here's the next step on Aiden's way to become a witcher. I hope you like it! 


Of course his nose was stuffed and his throat felt sore as the principal let him in the next day. 


And of course she didn’t care for it. No, she gave him even more chores to do. To prevent 
him from getting bad ideas, she said. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t in the mood to get any 
ideas at all. He only wanted some rest and something to eat. 


Before he could hope to get either, the principal had ordered him to accompany the caretaker 
into town to buy potatoes and cabbage. It was bullying, nothing else. There were at least ten 
boys older, taller and stronger than him, but the principal wanted him to suffer. 


He wasn’t in the mood to complain. Besides not feeling well, the encounter with the stranger 
was still nagging at him. He hoped the man had already left town. It was childish to worry 
about him, because even if the stranger was a monster, why should he choose to kill him? If 
he had learned anything from the stories his parents had told him it was that stumbling into 
adventures was something that happened only to special children - and nobles. And he 
guessed the same was true for getting kidnapped and murdered by demons. 


Although he wasn’t sure the stranger had been a demon of some kind. He had looked pretty 
normal, apart from the weapons on his back and those strange eyes. Demons didn’t use 
swords as far as he knew. Then again, he could have been a really clever one using a cover. 


“Where do you think you’re going?” 


The caretaker clutched his arm so hard Aiden was sure he would leave a bruise. He blinked 
as he realised they had already reached the town square. Funny how he had been so lost in his 
thoughts he hadn’t noticed the loud noises and the many people. As the caretaker dragged 
him to a vegetable seller, Aiden eyed the many inns around the place. What should he do if 
the stranger came out of one? 


He was almost glad when the caretaker put a lug with cabbages into his hands and he had 
something else to think about. It was heavy and the cabbages piled so high he couldn’t look 
above them. Instead, he had to look at the ground, trudging alongside the caretaker like an 
idiot. They had almost reached the potato seller when Aiden walked into something solid. 


“Watch out!” Someone snarled, and Aiden’s hands got sweaty. Slowly, he lowered the lug 
and raised his head, just to look into the face of the stranger from last night. He swallowed. 


The stranger’s face turned from annoyed to friendly the instant he recognized him. “Hello, 
Aiden. Quite a lot of cabbages you have there.” 


He wanted to throw the lug away and run, but where should he go? With his clogged nose, he 
wouldn’t be able to run very fast and then, the caretaker would find him rather sooner than 
later and drag him back to the orphanage, where he would get just another trashing. And his 
body was still hurting from last night. Apart from that, he didn’t want to show the stranger he 
was afraid. He was six years old, way too old to be afraid. 


Before he could come up with anything that would show the stranger he wasn’t afraid at all, 
the caretaker stopped and came back to Aiden, eyeing the stranger. 


“Oi, mutant, don’t talk to that boy.” 
Aiden frowned. 
Mutant. 


He had heard that word before. Sometimes, when one of the orphanage’s staff was very 
angry, mostly for some stupid reason, they said that a mutant would come and steal the 
children to torture them. They had also used another word for these mutants. Poking his 
tongue out, he thought about it. Witch — no, witches were women. But something similar. 


Witcher. 


Yes. That’s what they called them. Aiden looked up at the stranger. He still looked fairly 
normal, apart from his eyes. Aiden squinted. In the sunlight, they looked even stranger. They 
were kind of yellow, and the pupils looked like slits. And he wore a medallion around his 
neck. Aiden hadn’t noticed it the night before. Maybe the stranger had hidden it somewhere. 
It had the shape of a cat head, which was pretty weird. If the stranger liked cats? Or he had 
killed a cat, shrunk its head and hung it around his neck. 


No, that was stupid. Even if witchers were monsters, it probably took a lot of time to prepare 
a cat head like this and cover it with metal just to wear it on a necklace. Time a witcher could 
use to do other things. Kidnap children to torture them, for example. But the stranger hadn’t 
kidnapped him last night. He had said he respected Aiden’s decision not to talk to him any 
longer. Maybe he was one of the witchers who did what they were actually trained for — 
killing monsters. That was the real purpose of witchers, the older boys had told him. 


He bit his lip, ashamed of himself. How should he survive in the world if he could neither 
recognize a demon nor a witcher? Maybe he was as stupid as the staff told him every day. 
Before this thought could start to hurt, the stranger cocked his head and crossed his arms in 
front of him. 


“And why exactly not? Because he’s busy carrying your vegetables?” 


“Shut up, man. We don’t talk to mutants here.” 


By now, several other people had stopped and watched the scene. The lug got heavier by the 
second, and with his sweaty hands, Aiden couldn’t hold it properly. Finally, it slid from his 
fingers and hit the floor, several cabbages rolling over the soil. 


A middle-aged woman in a red dress gasped. She gasped again as the caretaker slapped 
Aiden across the face. 


“You fucking brat! Pick that up!” 


With his cheek burning and his ears ringing from the blow, Aiden knelt down, but the 
stranger was faster than him. He put the cabbages back and took the lug, winking at Aiden. 


“What the fuck do you think you’re doing there?” The caretaker growled. “Stealing in broad 
daylight? You’ll hang for that.” 


The people around them took a few steps back, as if they didn’t want to be too close to what 
would happen next. The woman in the red dress disappeared into a nearby alley. 


“No reason to get hostile. The lug is definitely too heavy for the young man here. So I'll take 
it. We’ll go to the orphanage and then I’d like to talk to the one in charge.” 


“Principal won’t talk to scum like you.” 
“I’m sure they’Il talk to someone who wants to adopt a child.” 


Even more alarming than his words was his voice. Aiden couldn’t understand how, but this 
man managed to sound friendly and deadly at the same time. Both men stared at each other 
like wild animals fighting in an arena. The only thing missing was one of them starting to 
growl. Then, suddenly, the caretaker turned around and took the way back to the orphanage. 


This day got weirder and weirder, but before Aiden had time to think about that, the stranger 
gave him an inviting glance. Not knowing what else to do, Aiden followed him. His hands 
were still sweaty, and his heart stumbled in his chest. Rubbing his burning cheek, he looked 
up at the stranger walking next to him. Whatever the man had planned, it didn’t make any 
sense. Well, a lot of things adults did didn’t make much sense, but the stranger seemed to be 
clever, so he must have a secret plan. Since this seemed to involve Aiden, he had every right 
to ask, didn’t he? 


“What’s your plan?” he blurted out as they crossed a little bridge. 
The caretaker turned around and darted Aiden a nasty glance. “Shut up!” 


The stranger rolled his eyes. Within the blink of an eye, he put the lug down, pointed his left 
hand at the caretaker and made a strange gesture. Slowly, the caretaker came towards them, 
knelt down, took the lug and went on walking to the orphanage. 


Aiden stared at the stranger, nearly tripping over a root. “...did you just cast a spell on him?” 


“T made him shut up. He’s not very nice, is he?” 


“No. But...you can make people shut up with magic? I thought witchers only used their 
swords.” 


The stranger winked at him. “Cutting his tongue out would be a little drastic, don’t you 
think?” 


“Mhm.” 

“To answer your question, I want to adopt you. That means if you’re up for it.” 

The snort Aiden gave made the stranger stop in his tracks. 

“Does that mean “no’”?” 

“I’m not stupid.” 

“Of course not. It was very clever of you not to trust a stranger last night.” 

“Youre not only a stranger, you’re a witcher. And I won’t let you take me to torture me.” 


The stranger stopped dead in his tracks, turned his head and stared at Aiden. He was afraid he 
would kill him right here in this alley that stunk of trash and piss. Instead, he made another 
small movement with his fingers and ordered the caretaker to stop. Then, he knelt beside 
Aiden and looked him in the eyes. 


Aiden felt heat creep into his cheeks, and his heart started beating faster. The stranger’s 
yellow eyes seemed to look right into Aiden’s brain. He swallowed. 


“The truth is I don’t torture children. But I understand you’re afraid. I would be, too, if I 
already got tortured on a daily basis.” 


Aiden took a hitched breath. “I’m not afraid.” 


The stranger gave him a little smile, and his cat-like pupils got wider. Aiden couldn’t 
remember the last time an adult had smiled at him. A faded scar went from the stranger’s 
chin to the middle of his right cheek. He wondered if it came from a claw or a sword. His 
gaze wandered once again to the medallion. It was made of silver, and from up close it 
definitely didn’t look like a real cat head. It was impressive, though, with an opened mouth 
and fangs looking so sharp you could probably use them as a knife. 


“That’s good. Tell me, do you want to come with me?” 


The half-smile Aiden had managed disappeared. “I’m too old to get adopted. And too...not 
good enough.” 


“Says who?” 


“The principal.” 


“And tell me, Aiden, is that the same principal who forced you to spend the night outside and 
who is responsible for the bruises on your face?” 


He nodded. 
“The principal is an asshole.” 


Aiden blinked, biting his lip to keep the giggle that built in his throat from coming out. 
“That’s a rude word.” 


The stranger raised an eyebrow. “Everyone who deliberately hurts children is an asshole.” 


Then, he gave Aiden another of his little smiles. “Do you want to come with me? Ill respect 
if you don’t, but I want it to be your decision.” 


Aiden scratched his nose. “Do you have a wife?” 
“No.” 


“Why do you need a child if you don’t have a wife? A family isn’t a family without a 
mother.” 


“This isn’t true. I do have a family, but we’re not bound by blood or marriage. And if you 
want to, you could be part of it.” 


“How do I know you won’t torture me?” 
Guxart shook his head. “I’m afraid my word has to be enough.” 


“Mhm. Let’s say I want to go with you, what do I have to do for it?” Aiden asked, still 
scratching his nose. 


“What do you mean?” 
“You just don’t get good things for free. That’s not how the world works.” 


The stranger sighed, and the look he gave Aiden was somewhere between sad and caring. He 
didn’t know what to make of it. 


“You'll get the chance to become a witcher. To learn how to fight, to make potions.” 
“And to do magic like you?” 

The stranger nodded. “And you will get superhuman strength and speed.” 

“aout” 


“The procedure is very painful. And not all children survive it. Therefore I will only take you 
with me if you really want.” 


Aiden swallowed. What the stranger — Guxart, he reminded himself. His name was Guxart — 
said, sounded unbelievable. Then again, his eyes did look strange, and the adults called his 
kind mutants. Aiden had no reason to believe that Guxart lied to him. He could have just 
killed the caretaker, kidnapped Aiden and nobody would have ever learned what had really 
happened. Instead, he had asked him for his opinion. More than once. That was the first time 
Aiden was allowed to make a decision for himself. It was overwhelming, but he tried to cling 
to the facts. 


If he stayed in the orphanage, the cycle of beatings, chores and starving would continue. He 
definitely wouldn’t get adopted, so he would be sent to the military at the age of fourteen. Or 
he would be kicked out at some point and would have to try to survive on the streets 
somehow. But if he left, he would have to leave the other children alone. 


“Ts...can you only take one child?” 


“No, but each child I take must have certain abilities. Cleverness, courage. Shouldn’t be older 
than seven. And being able to climb a tree doesn’t hurt, either.” Guxart said, followed by 
another small smile. 


This was tricky. There were other children in the orphanage that fit the description, but if 
Guxart saw them, he would maybe change his mind, choose one of them and leave Aiden? It 
was very selfish, he knew that, but he didn’t want to ditch his probably only chance for a 
better life. Absent-mindedly, he combed his fingers through his hair, making sure his ears 
were fully covered. At some point, Guxart would notice that Aiden was a half-elf. Of course 
he would. But if they were already at his home by then, he wouldn’t kick Aiden out. At least 
he hoped so. 


Taking a deep breath, he gave Guxart the most determined look he could muster. “I want to.” 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Notes 


Here it is - the third chapter! Finally, Aiden can leave the orphanage. I hope you enjoy 
his way to the caravan! Thanks to @akhuna who did just another wonderful job beta 
reading this chapter. 


“Finally!” 


The caretaker had barely opened the front door to the orphanage as the principal’s voice was 
already roaring through the hall. She strutted towards them, her eyes narrowed, her fists put 
on her hips. Instinctively, Aiden took two steps backwards, half-hiding behind Guxart. 


“T hope you have a good explanation why- oh!” Her expression changed within the blink of 
an eye as she noticed Guxart. Aiden wondered if that, too was part of the magic the witcher 
could do. Cautiously, he eyed the principal from behind the safety of Guxart’s back. If he 
hadn’t known her, he would have thought she was smiling at the him. 


“How can I help you, Master Witcher?” 


She knew what Guxart was, then. But she didn’t look disgusted or annoyed. She looked like 
she did when the alderman came by. Even her voice sounded softer than usual. It was creepy. 


He couldn’t see Guxart’s face, but he needed to know what was going on. Whatever was 
happening with the principal, she seemed to be too focused on the witcher to be dangerous at 
the moment. She didn’t even say anything to the caretaker as he walked through the hall, his 
eyes strangely glassy and the lug full of cabbages still in his hands. 


Aiden left his safe position and looked up at Guxart. The witcher’s expression gave nothing 
away. He looked at the principal as Aiden would look at a bug — with mild interest. 


“Greetings. I came here to adopt this young man.” As if to make clear who he meant, he 
tousled Aiden’s hair. There weren’t any other boys in the hallway, but Guxart had probably 
already noticed that the principal wasn’t only cruel but also not very smart. 


Biting his lip to keep himself from grinning, Aiden checked if his ears were still covered. The 
principal’s expression changed just again. Now she looked at Guxart as if he had told her that 
he wanted to decorate the orphanage’s wall with living snakes. 


“Him?” 


Guxart nodded. “Him.” 

“Why should you want to adopt him?” the principal asked, her face a mask of bewilderment. 
“Forgive me if there is a misunderstanding, but this is an orphanage, right?” 

“Of course. And one with a good reputation I may add!” 

“Then you should be glad I want to take him with me.” 


“Do not get me wrong, Master Witcher. Ever since I have been running this orphanage, quite 
a few of your colleagues have come by to take a child. And speaking from many years of 
experience I can assure you that I have candidates more suitable for your needs.” 


Aiden clenched his fists, snorted and looked up at Guxart, searching for help. If he would 
only look at him and listen to him, Aiden could convince him that he was the best choice. But 
Guxart ignored him. He eyed the principal and raised an eyebrow. 


“Although I appreciate your prudence, I am quite familiar with my own needs. And young 
Aiden here seems to be the perfect candidate, thank you.” 


“T doubt a filthy half-elf brat like him is perfect for anything.” 


The faint glimpse of hope Aiden had felt for a heartbeat was crushed by a wave of anger and 
fear. He had to swallow a few times to keep himself from crying. 


“You're what?” The witcher asked him, eyeing him from head to toe. Once again, Aiden 
couldn’t read his expression, but he was sure he had heard disgust in his voice. 


He turned away. He didn’t want to look at Guxart. He didn’t want to see the disappointment 
in his eyes. As it turned out, this had been another mistake, because the principal took her 
chance to grab Aiden’s arm and brush his hair behind his ear. 


“Look!” she said with vicious glee in her voice, “look at his ears. This precious boy you 
chose looks like a fox!” 


Guxart didn’t say anything, but Aiden could feel his eyes piercing into his skin. Suddenly, his 
fear gave way to the red and hot anger boiling in his belly. He dragged himself away from the 
principal, raised his chin, narrowed his eyes and looked up at her. 


12? 


“Stop being so mean! There’s nothing wrong with being a half-elf 


Maybe he would regret these words later-offending the principal meant five blows with the 
belt-but he doubted it. Because nothing could hurt more than the constant hate of people who 
didn’t know him and didn’t care to just because of who he was. 


His father had been an elf. And he had been a better man than most humans Aiden knew. He 
had wanted to change the world for the better. If he was still alive, he wouldn’t allow 


anybody to treat Aiden badly just because his ears were a little pointy. Everything would be 
fine if his father was still around. Instead, he had died while cruel people like the principal 
were still here. 


And Guxart? He was different, too. He should understand how Aiden felt. But instead of 
comforting him or coming to his defence or doing anything, really, he just looked back at the 
principal. 


“Well, in that case...I will take him anyway. Surely you will understand that I won’t pay 
anything, given the circumstances.” 


“Of course, Master Witcher.” 


The principal let out a deep sigh, but Aiden knew this had to be the happiest day of her life. 
Finally, she had found a way to get rid of him without getting her fingers dirty. 


Guxart gave him a small smile, but he didn’t respond. He was too busy biting his tongue. The 
witcher had betrayed him. He had talked about him as if he was livestock you could sell and 
buy as you chose. What hurt even more was that he thought of him as a worthless burden. He 
could at least have offered to pay a symbolic price, like ten or twenty crowns. But- 


“What are you still standing there, brat? Go and fetch your things!” The principal had once 
again put her fists on her hips, staring at Aiden. 


Without another word and without looking at her or at Guxart, he went to the dormitory, 
making sure to keep his head up. He wouldn’t let show how much they had hurt him. For the 
future, he had to learn not to let anyone hurt him ever again. That meant if there was any kind 
of future for him. If Guxart wasn’t even willing to pay for him, why should he hesitate to kill 
him if he didn’t want to have him any longer? 


Packing his few belongings didn’t take much time. He pulled a pair of mittens knitted by his 
mother out of his mattress. Apart from the marble around his neck, they were his most prized 
possession. Or they had been until now, because looking at them made the anger flare up 
again. His mother had given him away, no matter if it had been the wish of her new husband 
or her own. In the end, it had been her who had put him into this orphanage where he was 
always hungry and hurting and miserable. She had betrayed him, just like anybody else. So, 
Aiden would rather freeze than have anything she had made around him any longer. 


Brushing his wet cheeks with the back of his hand, Aiden took the mittens, went over to 
Claire’s bed and put them under her pillow. Her hands were always cold, and she loved the 
mittens’ colour, a faded yellow. Aiden was sad that he couldn’t say goodbye to her, couldn’t 
tell her to take care of herself. He was even sadder he couldn’t protect her any longer. But 
when she found the mittens, she would know that he hadn’t turned his back on her. He hoped 
she’d find a new home someday. She deserved so much more than the hell the orphanage 
was. 


He took a last look around the dormitory, sniffed loudly, grabbed his little bundle and left. 


All the way back into town, Guxart tried to trick him into a conversation, but Aiden didn’t 
respond. He was too busy dealing with his thoughts and emotions, with his anger and sadness 
and despair. He had given Guxart his word to come with him. Sure, he hadn’t known that the 
witcher would betray him back then, but it probably didn’t matter. Children’s feelings didn’t 
matter to adults at all. 


Only when they stopped in front of an inn near the town square, Guxart seemed to notice that 
Aiden hadn’t said anything. Kneeling down beside him, he tried to look him in the eyes, but 
Aiden turned his head away. 


“What’s wrong?” 


As he didn’t react, Guxart put the thumb and index finger of his left hand around Aiden’s 
chin and turned his head back. He didn’t hurt him, but Aiden could feel the strength in 
Guxart’s hand, so he obeyed and looked at the witcher. He didn’t want to risk another slap in 
the face right now. 


“T understand you are sad because you couldn’t say goodbye to the other children.” 
Aiden snorted. “That’s got nothing to do with them.” 
“Then what’s going on?” 


Chewing on his lip, Aiden fiddled with the hem of his shirt, thinking about his options. 
Finally, he looked at Guxart, sticking his chin out. 


“You lied to me.” 
“What do you mean?” The honest surprise on Guxart’s face made Aiden only angrier. 


“You told me you wanted to adopt me and then you didn’t want to pay anything for me just 
because I’m a half-elf. That’s not fair! I’m not any different from yesterday just because my 
ears look funny to you. There’s nothing wrong with me!” 


He swallowed, frightened by himself. He had nearly shouted, and shouting at adults meant 
punishment. Guxart had worse ways to hurt him than the principal had, that was for sure. But 
then, Aiden had only told the truth, and if the witcher decided to beat him for that, he could 
still try to run away. Sure, his body still hurt and he couldn’t breathe properly, but if he 
managed to reach one of the inns, he could hide there until Guxart gave up. Then, he could 
run for the forests. They weren’t that far, maybe he would meet a group of Scoia’tael warriors 
and ask them to take him in. He was only six, but maybe they would agree to take care of him 
and train him until he was old enough to fight. 


Strangely enough, Aiden didn’t have to run for his life. Guxart didn’t slap him on the spot. 
Nor did he threaten him. Instead, he smiled. 


“You're right, Aiden. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with being a half-elf. You should be 
proud of your heritage.” 


Aiden blinked, his mouth open with surprise. “I-what?” 


“T do like elves. No matter which amount of elven blood they carry with them. I do like 
dwarves and gnomes and halflings, too. In your new home, you will also meet other elves 
and half-elves. And you will learn Hen Llinge, the Elder Speech, too. That means if you’re 
not already able to speak it.” 


“But-” 


“But it is a waste of time to argue with stupid people. If I had told the principal I like elves 
she wouldn’t have treated me or you any kinder. Apart from that, witchers aren’t the 
wealthiest people on the Continent. So, instead of shoving money down that horrible 
woman’s throat, we should use it to buy you a decent pair of boots and something to eat. 
What do you say?” 


Aiden couldn’t say anything. That had to be a lie. If Guxart could lie to the principal, why 
shouldn’t he lie to him, too? Why should this man simply be nice? Then again, why should 
he waste time with pretending to be nice? He swallowed, suddenly feeling weak in the knees 
and a little ashamed. If Guxart really meant what he said, Aiden didn’t deserve his kindness, 
because he had thought such horrible things. 


Eventually, he found his voice again. “Are you serious?” 


Guxart nodded, still smiling. “Your stomach growls as loudly as an angry lion, and you will 
definitely need new boots for your training. So I think we should first eat lunch and then 
search for a shoe vendor. Are you in?” 


He nodded, his eyes full of hope and disbelief, his cheeks burning with shame because he had 
thought such mean things about Guxart. 


Shortly after, eating his second portion of stew thick with cheese and beef, he still couldn’t 
truly believe that Guxart hadn’t lied. The witcher had even ordered a tankard with apple juice 
for him. He couldn’t remember when he had last drunk anything but water. The only thing 
disturbing this perfect lunch was the pain in Aiden’s backside and legs that made it hard to 
sit. He tried to shift his weight every now and then, but it only seemed to make things worse. 


Guxart, pushing his empty plate to the side of the table, took a sip of his mead and eyed 
Aiden. 


“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” Aiden mumbled between two bites. It was rude to speak with his mouth full, but 
he guessed it would be even ruder to not answer the man who had promised him a new life 
and paid for his meal. “I just...well.” He felt himself blushing, so he looked at his stew. “Got 
a thrashing yesterday. It hurts.” 


He wasn’t sure if Guxart’s snort was directed at him. Cautiously, he looked up from his plate. 


“How often do you hit...”” He chewed on his lip. It was important not to come off as 
ungrateful; he couldn’t judge how moody Guxart was and what would happen if he crossed 
him. 


“There are other ways to punish children. You’ll get beaten enough once you’re grown up. 
By monsters and humans, so there’s no sense in hurting you when you’re still in training.” 


“What-”’ 


“Doing extra chores. A day carrying water, chopping wood, mending clothes, polishing 
weapons...there are many ways to prevent children from getting stupid ideas. And,” he leant 
over the table and eyed Aiden, an amused expression in his eyes, “if nothing else will help, a 
week of only eating cabbage usually does the trick.” 


Suddenly, he turned serious again. “There are a few other witchers who prefer to beat the 
students. You’ll soon learn who they are. You better avoid them or not anger them. 
Sometimes, you’ll have to resort to running. Fast. I’m sure you’ll manage.” 


Aiden nodded. He was a fast runner, and nobody could be worse than the principal and the 
caretaker. “Where do you live?” 


“In a caravan.” 


““What’s a caravan?” 


“Our home. Other witchers do have a castle, we have the caravan. It’s a cluster of waggons 
we’re travelling in.” 


“That’s exciting! But...1f this caravan is travelling and you’re here now, how will you find 
back?” 


Guxart winked. “Witcher magic.” Noticing Aiden’s grimace, he emptied his tankard and put 

it on the table. “There is a certain way of communication. You will learn it once you become 
a full-fledged witcher. But in order to achieve this, you will have to work and learn. For now, 
this means you will eat up so we can buy you a pair of boots.” 


His strange dream hadn’t ended there. He hadn’t woken up to the principal’s yelling or the 
sobbing of one of the other children in his dormitory. Guxart had taken him to a shoe vendor; 
he had bought him a pair of dark brown boots that were comfy and soft and sturdy at the 
same time. Afterwards, they had gotten Guxart’s horse and Aiden had learned the mare’s 
name was Lamia. Aiden had been allowed to ride on her too, sitting in front of Guxart, and 
although the pain had been really bad, riding had been much better than walking. 


Once the sun had set, Guxart led Lamia away from the main road and into the woods. After a 
while, they stopped. As Guxart helped him down the horse, Aiden’s fear came back. What if 
the witcher would abandon or kill him? That was what adults usually did when they took 
children to the woods. At least in the stories Aiden had been told. He calmed down the 
moment Guxart gave him his bedroll and asked him to roll it out. Together, they collected 


firewood, and after Aiden had piled it, Guxart lit 1t with a quick movement of his fingers. 


“What else can you do with your magic?” Aiden asked, his gaze flickering between the fire 
and Guxart’s hand. 


“Just a few things, like build a shield or blow a magical thrust to knock down enemies.” 
“That’s great! So you don’t really need your swords, right?” 


“Oh, I do. Witcher magic is nothing but a sleight of hand compared to that of sorceresses and 
mages. And to be honest, I would get bored if I didn’t use my swords from time to time.” 


He fetched his cloak from behind Lamia’s saddle, gave it to Aiden and turned towards the 
saddle bag. 


“Since you don’t own a bedroll,” he said as if he could read Aiden’s mind, “you can take my 
cloak. It should be big enough for you. You can sleep next to me for additional warmth if you 
like. At Dyn Marv, you’ll get your own bedroll.” 


Aiden felt a cold shower running down his spine and he took a step backwards, searching for 
a place to run. Of course, there was none. It was just him and Guxart, who had offered to 
sleep next to him. He had heard such offers before, mostly coming from old men coming to 
the orphanage to adopt girls. 


As Guxart turned around, he held half a loaf of bread and a big piece of cheese in his hand. 
His friendly expression turned into a frown as he looked at Aiden. “What’s wrong?” 


“T won’t sleep next to you.” 


Guxart nodded. “That’s alright. It was just an offer. The nights can still be quite cold, but the 
cloak should do.” He gave Aiden an inviting glance, holding up the food in his hands. “Care 
to eat dinner before we’ll go to sleep?” 


Aiden blinked. “That’s it? You’re not forcing me?” 


“No. I’m not here to hurt you. And I am definitely not going to rape you, if that’s what you’re 
afraid of.” 


Chewing on his lip, Aiden eyed Guxart. The wrinkles on his brow seemed deeper than 
before, and the look in his eyes was unreadable. 


““..you’re mad at me now.” 


“T am not. As I said, it’s smart not to trust a stranger. But I am hungry. And I promise that 
neither bread nor cheese are poisoned. I would be happy if you joined me.” 


Aiden nodded. “Thank you.” His voice was as small and embarrassed as he felt. 


Guxart had been nothing but nice to him, and Aiden had been mean and suspecting the worst. 
His father would be ashamed of him. Because he had told him that it was important to believe 
that there was still something good in this world, even if sometimes, it seemed hard to find. 
Aiden vowed to look a little closer from now on. 


As he finally lay down, across from Guxart and cuddled up in his cloak, he looked up at the 
sky. Unfortunately, there was a new moon, so Aiden couldn’t estimate how late it was. It had 
been a very long and strange day. His head was spinning from everything that had happened 
and he was tired. His eyes nearly fell shut the moment his head reached the cloak, but at the 
same time, he felt so excited he wanted to jump up and run around. Moving just one inch 
away from the comfort the fire and the cloak gave him wasn’t an option, so Aiden tried to 
calm himself by talking. Sometimes, that helped. 


“What does Dyn Marv mean?” 

“Dead folks.” 

Aiden frowned. “Why?” 

“Because our founder has a very special sense of humour.” 


“T see.” He didn’t, but he didn’t want Guxart to think he was stupid, either. His eyes fell on 
the medallion around Guxart’s neck. 


“Do you like cats?” 

Guxart opened his eyes and frowned. “Why?” 

“Because you wear a cat head around your neck.” 

“That’s because I’m a witcher of the school of the Cat.” 

Aiden’s eyes got big. “Will I get a medallion, too?” 

“When you’re older.” 

That seemed reasonable. It probably took a lot of time and effort to make such a medallion 
and it would be a shame if one of the children at the caravan lost theirs, so it was 
understandable you only got one once you were older. He would gladly wait for it. 


“Why is it called the school of the Cat?” 


Guxart hummed, but it wasn’t an unfriendly sound. “Maybe our founder liked cats.” 
“Your founder sounds very special.” 
“Yes. He’s got ginger hair, just like you. And he’s an elf.” 


“Oh! Will I meet him at Dyn Marv?” 


Guxart shook his head. “No. Nobody knows where he is.” 

“Oh. Mhm. Are there other witcher schools?” 

“Yes. The Wolves, the Griffins, the Vipers and the Manticores.” 

Aiden shifted and cuddled deeper into the cloak. ““The Cats are the best, right?” 

That made Guxart chuckle, and Aiden didn’t know if he had said something really stupid. It 
was probably better if he made up for it, just in case, so he thought about something that 
would make Guxart smile. 

“T like cats. At the orphanage, there were some strays. The staff don’t like them and shush 
them away whenever they come too close to the vegetables in the garden. If you ask me, the 
staff isn’t very bright. There are mice and rats everywhere, especially in the cellars where the 
food is stored, so allowing a cat inside would be a good idea.” Scratching his nose, he went 
on. “There’s one that’s the same colour as my hair. We call him Vampire because he has two 
really long corner teeth.” 

That made Guxart indeed smile. “I’m sure Vampire is charming.” 

“Yes. Do you have cats at the caravan?” 

“No. Cats don’t like witchers.” 

“Why not?” 


“That’s a really good question. Because of our eyes, maybe.” 


Aiden frowned. Guxart’s eyes looked a little strange, true, but he had already gotten used to 
them. 


“Well...cats can be a little strange. Can you do magic with your eyes, too?” 
“T can see in the dark, just like a regular cat.” 


Aiden’s eyes grew big with excitement. “So you don’t need candles and never stub your feet 
on an edge in the dark?” 


“Yes. And right now,” Guxart raised an eyebrow, “they help me to see a young man who’s 
well past his bedtime. Just as I am. And if I don’t get enough sleep it will take me more time 
to find the caravan.” 


That made a lot of sense. It was really late by now. But there was still one thing Aiden 
wanted to say. 


“Guxart?” 


“Yes?” 
“thank you. And...” 


“You’re welcome, Aiden.” 


Chapter 4 


Chapter Notes 


And on this fine Sunday, Aiden's finally reaches Dyn Marv! I hope you enjoy the new 
chapter. A big shoutout to @akhuna for being the most fabulous beta reader once more. 


The forest was huge. For ages, there was nothing but tree after tree. It made sense because the 
animals and wood spirits had to live somewhere. But still. It soon became boring and he was 
tired. Although Guxart’s cloak was comfy and the witcher had promised to protect him, 
Aiden hadn’t slept well last night. And the longer they rode, the more his body hurt. Not only 
from the wounds the belt had left but from a soreness deep in his muscles. 


Guxart didn’t talk much. Every now and again, he showed Aiden a plant or an animal track, 
but most of the time, he was silent and watched the forest around them intently. Once every 
few hours, he brought Lamia to a halt, took a strange-looking box out of his belt pouch and 
talked into it. Funnily enough, the box talked back. What it said didn’t make any sense to 
Aiden, but Guxart seemed to understand it perfectly. He used the information to lead Lamia 
through the forest. Aiden had asked what that box was and Guxart had said a special kind of 
compass only he owned. There were other forms of communication to find the caravan’s 
course, but it would take several years before Aiden would learn them. A witcher didn’t leave 
the caravan to kill monsters before he was an adult. 


“Tl learn witchering as fast as possible. And I’m already bigger than other boys my age, so 
maybe I don’t need that long to become an adult.” 


Guxart turned around and, with an amused glint in his eyes, tousled Aiden’s hair. ““There’s no 
need to grow up faster than nature intended. You have time. Speaking of, I think we should 
grant Lamia a little break. Not far from here is a small lake where she can drink and we can 
have a snack.” 


To be honest, Aiden was more looking forward to a break from sitting on horseback than to a 
snack, but of course he would gladly accept any food Guxart would share with him gtadly. 
When they reached the lake and Guxart brought Lamia to a sharp stop, he was in the middle 
of climbing down the horse as the witcher grabbed him by the collar and pulled him back up. 


““What-” 
“Listen,” Guxart whispered. 


Closing his eyes, Aiden did as he was told. There was a strange sound. A low gurgling with a 
screeching undertone. He frowned. 


“Drowners. Whatever happens, you stay on Lamia’s back.” Drawing his steel sword, Guxart 
jumped off the horse and gave it a light smack on the flank. Lamia galloped back to the trees 
and the sudden speed took Aiden by surprise - he clung frantically to the reins, trying his best 
not to fall down. Finally, the horse stopped. Aiden’s heart was pounding in his chest and his 
breath was ragged, but he was still curious, so he watched Guxart from his safe spot behind 
the trees. 


Guxart went towards the lake with swift, confident steps, his eyes never leaving the water, 
like a cat looking out for fish. What came out of the lake just a moment later weren’t fishes, 
though. They were the ugliest things Aiden had ever seen. No bigger than himself, but with 
slimy, bluish skin which sagged on their bones they screeched as they threw himself at 
Guxart. The witcher greeted them with his sword and after a few minutes, there lay a pile of 
corpses and the grass around them was flooded with dark and murky blood. 


“Lamia, come here,” Guxart called, clicking his tongue in addition to his command. The 
horse obeyed instantly, and so Aiden found himself next to the ugly corpses just a moment 
later. Their stench was overwhelming and he wanted nothing more than to get down the horse 
and leave. 


But as a witcher-to-be he had duties to fulfil. And if he wasn’t even able to bear the sight and 
the smell of dead monsters, Guxart would laugh at him and send him away. He couldn’t risk 
that, so he swallowed two times and looked at the dead creatures. 


“What are they?” 


“Drowners. Many people think they are drowned people that somehow rose from the dead. 
This is false, as are many other beliefs about monsters. In fact, they are just ugly bastards that 
belong to a monster class called necrophages.” 


“What does necro...things mean?” 


Taking a cloth out of his saddle bag and cleaning his sword with it, Guxart smiled. 
“Necrophages are monsters that usually haunt places where there are corpses, like cemeteries. 
They feast on them.” 


“But this is a lake.” 


“Over time, they have expanded their living spaces. And with their sharp claws and fangs, 
they are well able to turn living beings like wanderers or horses into dead ones.” 


Aiden nodded. 


“You will learn about them in your theory lessons. As well as about the many other bastards 
you will encounter as a witcher sooner or later.” 


“And I will learn to fight them, too.” 


“Of course. But every monster has its own characteristics and weaknesses you can take 
advantage of. You will need this knowledge so you rather pay attention to your theory 


lessons, too.” 
“T will,” Aiden promised, eyeing the severed head of one of the drowners. 
“Very well. I guess we really deserve a break now.” 


With that, he took Lamia’s reins and led her to the other side of the lake to drink. 
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The next day, Guxart was more willing to talk, so Aiden took his chance to ask a lot of 
questions. When he couldn’t think of anything to ask anymore, Guxart started singing several 
songs. Aiden recognized one tune in particular. When he asked what it was, Guxart told him 
it was an elvish song and Aiden was sure his father had sung it to him when he had been 
younger. He asked Guxart to sing it once again. 


In the late afternoon, just when Aiden said he was already able to write his name and count 
up to fifty, Guxart shushed him. Aiden was irritated: He hadn’t said anything stupid! He 
opened his mouth to say exactly that when he was stopped by strange noises coming from 
behind a row of trees. At first, he was a little bit afraid that there would wait another bunch of 
drowners, but these noises were different. It sounded like the clashing of swords and laughter. 
Craning his neck, he tried to peak between the trees, but they stood too close to each other. 


Guxart’s smirk was proof the noises didn’t mean danger. The witcher brought Lamia to a 
gallop, circled around the trees and shortly after that, they reached a clearing. 


Aiden’s ears hadn’t deceived him. Several people were training with swords. Children and 
adults, male and female, all mixed. Most of them wore armour similar to Guxart’s. Others 
were watching the fighters, cheering them on or making comments. Several waggons built a 
circle around the clearing, like a border against the woods. There were people polishing 
swords, children barely older than Aiden running around the clearing, a huge pot hanging 
over a fire. Quite a few horses were grazing next to two young men who were mending 
clothes. It was loud, it was colourful, and it was chaotic. 


“Look at that!” A tall woman with dark hair and yellow eyes sitting on top of one waggon 
shouted, resulting in several heads turning around. 


“Our grandmaster’s back! And he brought a new kitten!” 
Before Aiden could ask Guxart what a grandmaster was, he found Lamia surrounded by at 
least twenty people, all of them staring up at him. He swallowed but relaxed a little as he felt 


Guxart’s hand on his shoulder. 


“Welcome to Dyn Marv, Aiden,” he said, and as Aiden turned around, he saw the witcher 
smile. 


“Do you like it?” 
“T guess,” Aiden whispered, trying not to sound too intimidated. 


After giving his shoulder another squeeze, Guxart jumped off Lamia, helped Aiden down and 
took a look around. “It’s good to be back.” 


“Took you a while,” a man with black hair and a cheeky grin said. 


“Took you a while to learn how to hold a sword properly, too, Axel,” Guxart countered. The 
crowd started laughing. 


Once again, he put his hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “Before all of you will go back to doing 
something useful, I want you to welcome Aiden.” 


The people — his new family, Aiden had to remind himself — all spoke at the same time, so he 
didn’t understand anything. But Guxart’s hand on his shoulder felt so reassuring that he 
managed a small smile. 


A man with cold dark yellow eyes had crossed his arms in front of him and stared at Guxart. 
“Let’s hope your new kitten’s worth it.” 


“Rest assured, Brehen. He is.” 


The sudden change in Guxart’s voice made Aiden frown. If he talked so coldly, this Brehen 
couldn’t be a very nice man. Aiden would remember this. 


After Brehen had taken a step back, Guxart already sounded back to normal. “He’s a half-elf, 
too.” 


The crowd started cheering and talking over each other, and several people smiled at Aiden. 
Whatever reaction he had expected, this hadn’t been it, although Guxart had told him that he 
liked elves and half-elves. Obviously, the other members of the caravan did, too. 


A few moments later, Guxart beckoned a boy about Aiden’s age closer. He was shorter than 
Aiden, with brown hair and blue eyes, and eyed him with a wary expression on his face. 


“Gaetan, you'll show Aiden around. He’ll sleep in your waggon. Dragonfly, Jad and 
Farid’eh, come to the blue waggon in five minutes.” Squeezing Aiden’s shoulder one last 
time, Guxart cleared a way for Lamia and himself through the crowd. 


The boy, Gaetan, sighed. “So, you’re Guxart’s new favourite? Been a while since he had 
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one. 


“T’m Aiden,” Aiden answered, trying to sound calm. As much as he was flattered that he 
seemed to be Guxart’s favourite, he didn’t want to stand out. Neither on his first day nor ever. 
Standing out meant a higher danger of getting hurt. 


“T heard that. I’m Gaetan,” the boy said. “Come, showing you everything takes quite a while 
and I don’t want to miss dinner.” 


“What’s a grandmaster?” Aiden blurted out as Gaetan led him to the first waggon. 
“Didn’t he tell you? He’s in charge here.” 

“oh. And he still travels around and brings new children here?” 

“Well, he’s a witcher. What else should he do?” 


“T thought that, well, people in charge sit in cosy chairs and give orders and drink wine. Stuff 
like that.” 


Gaetan gave him a look he couldn’t quite read. “He’s not a fucking king or anything. And 
they do have meetings. In the blue waggon, every now and then.” He pointed at one waggon 
to the far left, painted in a dark blue. “Don’t know what they’re doing there, but it always 
sounds very important.” 


“T see. Did Guxart bring you here, too?” 


Gaetan shook his head. He didn’t seem to be one to talk much. He showed Aiden everything, 
but he did it with just a few words. Naturally, Aiden tried to get him to talk. 


“Where are you from, Gaetan?” 
“Doesn’t matter.” 


“But it does. I mean, we’re family now, aren’t we? So we should know things about each 
other. I’m from Attre and I’m six years old.” 


“And you’re a half-elf.” 

Aiden nodded and smiled at Gaetan. “How old are you?” 

“Six.” 

“Just like me! So, do you want to tell me now where you’re from?” 

“Small village in Velen,” Gaetan said eventually as they had passed the small pasture where 
the horses grazed. “And now come, I'll show you our sleep waggon. After dinner, we’ll ask 


one of the adults for a bedroll for you. Do you have any other personal stuff?” 


Aiden sighed. He hadn’t thought about his bundle as Guxart had helped him off Lamia. How 
stupid of him! 


“T...it’s still in one of the saddle bags.” 


“Guxart will give it to you tonight when he sorts his things, don’t worry. He’s pretty 
organized, but you’ll have to be when you’re grandmaster I guess.” 


Hoping Gaetan was right, Aiden nodded. But there probably wasn’t a reason to worry, Guxart 
would give him his things back. Trying to move on to different thoughts, he asked another 
question. 

“How long have you been here?” 


“Around half a year.” 


Stopping in front of a caravan painted in faded green, Gaetan opened the door and urged 
Aiden to come in. There were around twenty bedrolls on the floor. 


“This is our sleep waggon. You’ll have to find a place for yourself.” 
Aiden nodded. “Where’s yours?” 


Gaetan pointed at the far right corner. “It’s a good place. I don’t miss anything that’s going on 
in here.” 


“That’s good. Have you made many friends already?” 
Gaetan shrugged. “Don’t know.” 

“We could be friends.” 

“What?” 

“Only if you want to. But I would like to be your friend.” 


Gaetan stopped in his tracks and stared at Aiden. When it became almost unbearable, he gave 
him a slight nod. “Worth a try.” 


“Thank you!” Aiden gave Gaetan his broadest smile. “Do you think I could sleep next to you, 
then? There’s still a little space left.” 


“Only if you don’t snore.” 

Aiden shook his head. “I don’t. Promised.” 

“Good.” Without another word, Gaetan left the waggon, and Aiden followed him. 

“Mhm. The man over there’s Ferenc, the blacksmith.” Pointing at a man who wore no shirt 


and had his hair up in a half ponytail, Gaetan scratched his eyebrow. “He’s nice. If you’re old 
enough to use real weapons, he’s your man.” 


“When are we old enough to use real weapons?” 


“In a year or two. There’s no real rule about that. There aren’t many rules here in general. But 
if you’re clever, avoid the Terrible Three.” 


Aiden frowned. “What’s the Terrible Three?” 

“Not what, but who. Three really evil guys. Brehen, the one with the mad stare, Jad, the only 
one with a full beard, and Lexandre. They’re cruel and unpredictable. Not only when they’re 
drunk, but especially then. One of the few rules we have here is that the children take care of 
each other. That means that we protect each other from the terrible three, too. Understood?” 
“Yes,” Aiden nodded, hoping that the terrible three really weren’t worse than the principal 
and the caretaker. They were trained witchers with swords and crossbows...but Aiden had 
already made a friend and taking care of other children was something he had also done at the 


orphanage. He would be fine. 


“Good. What’s in the pouch around your neck?” The fact Gaetan already changed the topic 
was another indicator that living with the Terrible Three wasn’t a constant nightmare. 


“A present from my father. A marble.” 
“Where’s your father now?” 
“He’s dead. He fought for the Scoia’tael.” 


Gaetan nodded. “Take care of it. You’re lucky you still have something from your father. The 
longer you stay here, the less you remember of your former life.” 


That seemed to make the boy sad, and for a moment, Aiden thought about hugging him. 
Then, Gaetan took a deep breath and shook his head. “So. Guess I showed you everything. 
Any questions left?” 

“Thank you!” Aiden said, nodding. He had a lot of questions left. “Guxart talked about 
training. Which kind of training do we get here? When do we learn to use magic? How often 
does the caravan travel? Are there special routes, or-” 


“Take a breath!” Gaetan interrupted him, but he didn’t seem angry. “Can we eat dinner first?” 


As Aiden nodded, a smirk crept over Gaetan’s lips. “Great. You know, since we’re friends 
now and I showed you around can I have your dessert?” 


“There’s dessert?” 
“Not always, but often. Dried fruits, sometimes pudding or apple sauce.” 


“Oh.” Aiden was too surprised to answer Gaetan’s question. “Where do you get the 
ingredients?” 


“We’re cats. We have ways.” 

As if this would explain anything, Aiden nodded. “Alright.” 
“So, Pll get your dessert tonight?” 

“Yes.” 


It was the first time Gaetan smiled back at him. Aiden hoped that there would be many more. 
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